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Notes: Iran-contra Affair Investigation, July 17-19
by Deborah Tyroler
Category/Department: General
Published: Wednesday, July 22, 1987
July 17: In his testimony before the congressional select committees investigating the Iran-contra
affair, former national security adviser Rear Adm. John Poindexter made these points: * President
Reagan would have approved the scheme to divert proceeds from US-Iran arms sales to help the
contras, Poindexter reiterated. He dismissed White House statements to the contrary as predictable.
He questioned whether White House spokesman Marlin Fitzwater was speaking for Reagan when
he declared July 16 that the diversion "wouldn't have happened" if Reagan had been told of the
plan. Asked about Fitzwater's statements, Poindexter said: "I understand that he said that, and I
would have expected him to say that. That's the whole idea of deniability." "That means admiral,
you must believe the White House is now misleading the American people," said Sen. Sam Nunn
(D-Geo.). "I can't speak for the White House. I don't know what they've in mind over there,"
answered Poindexter. * "I simply didn't want any outside interference," Poindexter said in offering
a rationale for withholding information from Congress about the National Security Council's role
in assisting the contras. "We wanted to return to a covert implementation of the policy," he said,
to avoid publicity and because he was concerned that exposure of the secret operations might lead
to more restrictive congressional legislation banning direct US military aid to the contras. Sen.
Daniel Inouye (D-Hawaii), chairman of the Senate investigative committee, openly challenged
the veracity of Poindexter's testimony. Vice chairman Warren B. Rudman said he believed the
testimony. Inouye said, "When we sit here and listen to your testimony in which you tell us that
you have either withheld information from or misled or misinformed the Congress of the US, that
you have withheld information from the president, that you have either misled or misinformed
the highest-ranking Cabinet members of the US, that you have withheld information from your
most trusted deputy, Colonel North, I don't think it is improper for any member of this panel to
characterize that testimony as being incredible, mind-boggling, chilling." Rudman said, "I have with
some hesitation come to the conlusion that I do." During questioning Rudman said that "presidents
ought to be allowed to create their own political disasters. Nobody else ought to do it for them."
Even Henry J. Hyde (R-Ill.) who took the admiral at his word said, "I find it very difficult to defend
the lies and the deception." Sen. Rudman, during questioning of Poindexter, wondering about the
Admiral's silence since November, asked why did he not come forward and say he personally had
authorized the diversion, withholding the matter from the president? That would have spared the
president and the country "the agony that we've had for the last eight months." The committes
released a letter from Secretary of the Navy James H. Webb and Peter M. Murphy, counsel for
the Marine corps, saying that North never asked for protection for himself and his family and
would have been given it if he had. July 18: Shortening the original list of witnesses, the committee
chairmen have indicated they intend to call only five more. Members are trying to sift through
previous testimony and resolve inconsistencies and contradictions. They hope the new witnesses
can answer the questions about what earlier witnesses have said. The most difficult question is
how much can they believe. While Poindexter's testimony is consistent with what Reagan has said
about lack of knowledge of the diversion, some members doubt his credibility. There are also doubts
about the veracity of other witnesses, including major general Richard Secord, Asst. Secretary of
State Elliott Abrams and fired NSC aide Lt. Col. Oliver North. Committee members acknowledge
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that some of those questions may never be resolved. The remaining five witnesses are Attorney
General Edwin Meese; Secretary of State George Shultz; former White House chief of staff Donald
Regan; Defense Secretary Caspar Weinberger, and a former White House official in charge of the
NSC's most sensitive records. Robert M. Gates, deputy director of the CIA who was expected to
testify will not appear, though he is an official believed to have the most knowledge of the CIA's
role in the affair. Michael Ladeen, a one-time consultant to the NSC who first made contact between
the White House and Manucher Ghorbanifar, will also not appear. After the last witness is heard,
the committees will release the private testimony of a number of minor figures who have not been
called to appear in public. Then the committees will write a report which they hope to finish in
September. Vice chairman of the Senate committee, Sen. Warren Rudman said the committees
probably would not recommend any new laws to tighten control over covert operations. "I haven't
seen anything radically wrong with the system, but there was something wrong with the people," he
said. In an article titled, "`Ollie-Grams' Were Sent At a Discounted Rate," the WASHINGTON POST
reported that all the telegrams of support that North held up for the television cameras at last week's
Iran-contra hearings were sent with a discount from Western Union Corp. Soon after North began
his testimony, the communications firm reduced the cost of sending a wire to the former NSC aide
from the standard $10.75 to a $5.95 special. The less costly "Opinion-Gram" is generally available
only for telegrams sent to the president and members of Congress. On July 12, Western Union
began to promote the "Ollie-grams" in small classified advertisements on the front page of the NEW
YORK TIMES. "Make Your Voice Heard at the Iran-Contra Hearings. Call Western Union," the ads
said. Western Union spokesman Don Dutcher said the firm was trying "to be responsive to a very
heavy public demand that we extend our service to include committee witnesses." He acknowledged
that the reduced rate did not apply to witnesses who preceded North before the House and Senate
select committees, but said it has remained for the rest of the hearings. Dutcher said Western Union
is barred by law from taking political positions and that it was merely trying "to acquaint people
with the service." He said North was free to capitalize on the thousands of telegrams "because they
were his property." July 19: In television talk shows, both Republican and Democrat committee
members acknowledged that as a result of North's testimony, public support for aid to the contras
appears to have risen. Opinion over a possible presidential pardon for North and Poindexter was
divided along party lines, with Democrats warning that such action would be politically damaging
to a president whose administration is already crippled by the Iran-contra affair. Sen. Orrin Hatch,
(R-Utah) said, "I would have no objections to the president pardoning [North and Poindexter] in
advance" of an indictment or criminal conviction. "But I hope the special counsel would realize that
it really doesn't lead to much good to keep this going on and on, especially when there are such
tenuous criminal charges that could be brought." Some Democratic members of the committees
strongly disagreed with Hatch. "I think the president would make a very serious mistake and I think
it would be resented by the American public, were the president resort to a pardon," said Rep. Louis
Stokes (D-Ohio). Rep. Dick Cheney, (R-Wyo.) said Reagan "may have to consider" a pardon. "I think
it's wrong for American politicians to attempt to influence the judicial proceedings with respect to
this or any other case," said Sen. George J. Mitchell (D-Maine). Rep. Henry J. Hyde (R-Ill.) expressed
caution over a pardon, while asserting that the process of criminal inquiry "has to be played out."
Hyde added that "it would be a grave injustice" if either North or Poindexter were sent to prison.
(Basic data from NEW YORK TIMES, WASHINGTON POST)
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